
Identity: Buddhism 
Foundation: 
The founder of buddhism is Shakyamuni Buddha. He taught in northern India about 2,500 years 
ago. He is said to have been a prince that at the age of 30 saw 4 sights: A sick man, a suffering 
old man, a dead man, and a calm detached monk. Seeing the first 3 he sees that he too could 
be sick, suffer, or die. Seeing the fourth he likes how the monk is detached and calm. He 
studies Hinduism and lives in a cave starving himself trying to have a spiritual breakthrough. It 
doesn’t work so he begins to eat and drink again. He eventually calls this the middle path 
because it is between the two extremes. Some time later time he is sitting under a tree 
meditating when he achieves complete awareness, which is total insight into the nature of 
reality. This state is called Bodhi and it makes him a buddha “fully enlightened one.” While he 
was alive still his existence was called nirvana, once he died he was released from the cycle of 
rebirth and free of karma and his existence is then called parinirvana.  
 
Buddhas are the first of the three gems of buddhism. There is no god in buddhism. There are 
sort of like semi-gods. The buddhas run things and they are occasionally born when the dharma 
are lacking. Dharma is the second gem. Dharma are the lasting teachings of existence. Some 
key dharma are: 
 
4 Noble truths: 
Suffering-all living things suffer 
Origin-suffering comes from desire and craving 
Cessation-suffering ceases when desire ceases 
Eightfold path--right view (4 noble truths), right thought (free of sensual desire, cruelty, ill-will), 
right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right meditation. 
 
3 characteristics 
Suffering  
Impermanence 
no-soul (a person is a changing combination of components) wise people are detached from 
material goods and images of themselves 
 
Karma 
The energy of an individual’s past thoughts and actions which determines rebirth in the cycle. 
There is meritorious and unmeritorious karma. 
 
The third gem is sangha. Communities either ordained or lay. 
 
 
Worldview for Buddhism 
 

● Suffering is part of material life. 



● Desire for the self leads to suffering. 
● Material world isn’t evil, but it causes suffering. 
● To master one’s self is to control everything about one’s self by giving up desire to 

control of one’s self. 
● Being detached and unaffected by anything leads to enlightenment and happiness. 
● The goal of life is to escape it. 

 
Foundation for Christian Reaction to Buddhism: 
Genesis 3:16-19 
Sin is what cause suffering in the world. Sin begins with the desire to be like God. 
 
Romans 8:18-25 
All of creation has been corrupted by sin, but will also be redeemed. 
 
Mark 12:28-34 and Exodus 20:1-17 
God created us to know and love him and to serve and love others. When we live in the world 
the way he created it work things tend to go better for us, when we don’t, things tend to go bad. 
 
Hosea 6:1-6 and Matthew 9:10-13 
God desires mercy and for people to know him. 
 
John 8:31-38 
Jesus is the only way to be set free from slavery to sin and suffering. 
 
Worldview: 

● Sin causes suffering and the root of sin is the desire to be like God. 
● Creation will be redeemed. 
● As God’s creatures he desires us to know him and to show mercy to others. 
● We are to help each other deal with sin and suffering. 
● When we live in the world the way God created it work things tend to go better for us, 

when we don’t things tend to go bad. 
● The only way to be free is through knowing and trusting in Jesus and his work. 

 
Practice: 

● Don’t use the term karma and when someone else does use it as an opportunity to share 
how God created the world to work. 

● When speaking with someone with Buddhist tendencies talk about the shared ground 
with Christianity, but also how Christianity hopes in Jesus and not one’s ability to be 
perfect. 

● Be merciful in speech and action and help others through the suffering caused by sin. 
 



Buddhism isn’t quite as popular as it was say, in the 1990’s and early two thousands, but 
because it was so popular then, our current culture shows that it has been influenced by some 
of the major concepts of Buddhism. So it is helpful for us to understand this identity today. 
 
Buddhism is a philosophy that is both simple and very complicated at the same time, and that 
statement in itself sounds very Buddhist. So, as we go through the foundation and worldview 
stuff for Buddhism, understand that this a very generalized presentation of it and even with a 
very in-depth presentation some of the concepts are hard to grasp. 
 
For the foundation we will start with the founder of the philosophy. The founder of Buddhism is 
Shakyamuni Buddha. He  taught in northern India about 2,500 years ago. He is said to have 
been a prince that at the age of 30 saw 4 sights:  A sick man, a suffering old man, a dead man, 
and a calm detached monk. Seeing the first 3 he sees that he too could be sick, suffer, or die. 
then, seeing the fourth, he likes how the monk is detached and calm. From there he studies 
Hinduism and lives in a cave starving himself trying to have a spiritual breakthrough. But it 
doesn’t work so he begins to eat and drink again. He eventually calls this the middle path 
because it is between the two extremes of being and indulgent prince and starving himself.  
 
Some time later he is sitting under a tree meditating when he achieves complete awareness, 
which is total insight into the nature of reality. This state is called Bodhi and it makes him a 
buddha which means “fully enlightened one.” While he was alive his existence was called 
nirvana, once he died he was released from the cycle of rebirth and free of karma and his 
existence is then called parinirvana. Here is some of what he taught. 
 
There are three gems in Buddhism and Buddhas are the first of the three gems. There is no god 
in buddhism. But there are sort of like, semi-gods. The buddhas aren’t in charge either but they 
sort of run things and they are occasionally born when the dharma are lacking. Which brings us 
to the second gem, which is Dharma. Dharma are the lasting teachings of existence. Some key 
Dharma are: 
 
The 4 Noble truths: 
The First is Suffering: All living things suffer. 
The Second is Origin: The origin of suffering is desire or craving. 
The Third is Cessation: Suffering ceases when desire ceases. 
And the Fourth noble truth is the Eightfold Path which is the way to live. The 8 aspects of the 
path are right view (which is the the 4 noble truths); right thought which means being free of 
sensual desire, cruelty, and ill-will; right speech; right conduct; right livelihood; right effort; right 
mindfulness; and right meditation. 
 
Another key Dharma is the 3 Characteristics: 
Once again Suffering is number one. Second is Impermanence which means that everything is 
in a constant state of change. And Third is no-soul. Meaning that a person is a changing 
combination of components and when he or she dies their personhood does not exist beyond 



death and continue onto rebirth, something more like their essence does. (This idea is murky 
and among different buddhist denominations there is different and often contradicting teaching 
about it.) Basically though, the three characteristics say that wise people are detached from 
material goods and images of themselves. 
 
We can’t discuss the Buddhist Identity without touching on the Dharma that has probably had 
the most influence on our culture, that is, Karma. Karma in our culture has come to mean that 
doing bad things to others results in bad things happening back to that person, or that doing 
good things to others results in good things happening back to that person. Actual Karma in 
Buddhism though is more focused on the rebirth cycle then the “instant” karma of our culture. 
So in Buddhism, Karma is the energy of an individual’s past thoughts and actions which 
determines rebirth in the cycle. And there is meritorious and unmeritorious karma. There really 
isn’t good or bad. 
 
That’s the major Dhrama, besides the twelve spoke wheel, but that really just talks about taking 
everything we have talked about so far and plugging it into a system of birth, life, death, and 
rebirth. 
 
The third of the three gems is Sangha, which is being part of the local Buddhist community. 
 
This foundation leads us to several worldview points for the Buddhist Identity: First, is that 
suffering is part of material life. Next, desire for the self leads to suffering and that the material 
world isn’t evil per se, but it causes suffering. Then, and this is a bit confusing, to master one’s 
self, is to control everything about one’s self, by giving up desire to have control of one’s self.  
Next, being detached and unaffected by anything leads to enlightenment and happiness. Last, 
the goal of life is to escape it. 
 
As always we don’t want to just look at different identities, we also want to see how we, as 
people who have an Identity of being new with Jesus, interact with different identities. As we do 
so, we find that the Buddhist Identity and our own has some similarities, but much different ways 
in addressing those similarities. 
 
Our foundation is always in Scripture and we will start with Genesis 3:16-19. In this section God 
is making known to Adam and Eve the result of their listening to Satan. We see that sin is what 
causes suffering in the world. And we know from Genesis chapter two that sin begins with the 
desire to be like God. 
 
Next is Romans 8:18-25 where we see that all of creation has been corrupted by sin, but it will 
also be redeemed. In other words, the material will be relieved of its suffering once sin is 
removed. 
 
Then there is Mark 12:28-34 and Exodus 20:1-17. In these passages we see that God created 
us to know and love him, and to serve and love others. That is how he created the world to 



work. When we live in the world the way he created it to work things tend to go better for us, 
when we don’t live in the world the way he created it to work things tend to go bad for us. 
Remember that sin corrupts everything and so it messes with the outcome of our actions too. 
 
Next is Hosea 6:1-6 and Matthew 9:10-13. When we look at both of those we see that God 
desires us to spread mercy, and for people to know him. In fact, the way for people to actually 
have mercy is to know God. We take that in conjunction with John 8:31-38 and we see that 
showing mercy is to relieve someone of suffering caused by sin’s corruption of everything, and 
Jesus is the only way to be set free from slavery to sin and suffering. 
 
When we take all of that foundation and put it together we get several worldview points that help 
us interact with those with identities influenced by buddhism. First, sin causes suffering and the 
root of sin is the desire to be like God. Second, Creation will be redeemed and sin will be 
removed. Third, as God’s creatures he desires us to know him and to show mercy to others. So, 
fourth, we are to help each other deal with sin and suffering. Fifth, when we live in the world the 
way God created it to work things tend to go better for us, and when we don’t things tend to go 
worse for us. Last, the only way to be free of sin and suffering is through knowing and trusting in 
Jesus and his work. 
 
These worldview points help us  get to some practical ways to live out our identity in Jesus and 
one of the best ways is not to use the term karma and when someone else does around us we 
can use it as an opportunity to share how God created the world to work. Second, when 
speaking with someone with Buddhist tendencies we can talk about the shared ground with 
Christianity, but also talk about how Christianity hopes in Jesus to remove suffering, and not 
one’s ability to be perfect. Last, be merciful, both in speech and action and help others through 
the suffering caused by sin. 
 


